In large mating aggregations of red-sided garter snakes, Thamnophis sirtalis parietalis, in Manitoba, male courtship is directed not only to females, but also to other males with female-like skin lipids ('she-males'). We show that 'she-maleness' is an intrinsic property of a male rather than an artefact of lipid transfer from females, and that male-male courtship is very common in the field. She-males were distinctive in terms of appearance (they were heavier than other males and more often covered with mud), behaviour (they were inactive and rarely courted females) and performance (they were slow crawlers, ineffective courters and easily outcompeted by other males in mating trials). 'She-maleness' was not a characteristic of a particular subset of males, as envisaged in previous work; instead, it was a transitory phase that most (perhaps all) male snakes passed through soon after they first emerged from the winter den. Recently emerged males spent their first day or two relatively inactive, while restoring physiological functions (including locomotor performance and courtship ability). Experimental application of female skin lipids on to males dramatically decreased courtship levels of the recipient snakes. Thus, recently emerged males may derive two kinds of benefit from mimicking female skin lipids. First, female mimicry 'switches off' the male's own (energetically expensive) courtship at a time when that courtship would be unproductive. Second, it may disadvantage his rivals by distracting them from females, and increasing their energy expenditure.
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Female mimicry, whereby a male takes on a female's appearance, is a rare but widely publicized trait in human societies. Remarkably, parallels can be seen in other animal species, with some males within the population resembling females in traits such as size, colour, scent or behaviour (e.g. Burley 1982). Female mimicry has been reported in a diverse array of taxa, including insects (Forsyth & Alcock 1990; Peschke 1990), crustaceans (Laufer et al. 1994; Laufer & Ahl 1995) , fish (Willmott & Foster 1995; Gonçalves et al. 1996) , amphibians (Sparreboom 1996; Howard et al. 1997 ), birds (Hakkarainen et al. 1993 Saetre & Slagsvold 1996) and mammals (Le Bouef 1974) . Males may benefit in various ways from their resemblance to females; for example, they may be less vulnerable to attack by rivals, or more capable of winning combat bouts, or obtaining 'sneaky' fertilizations (e.g. Kodric-Brown 1986; Saetre & Slagsvold 1996) . For these reasons, mimicry of females might plausibly enhance a male's mating success, and several authors have interpreted female mimicry as an adaptive strategy in these terms (e.g. Rohwer et al. 1980; Burley 1982; Gonçalves et al. 1996) .
Although female mimicry has evolved independently in several different phylogenetic lineages, it is rare in reptiles. The only well-studied example of female mimicry in this group comes from Mason & Crews (1985 , 1986 , who reported that a subset of male red-sided garter snakes, Thamnophis sirtalis parietalis, acted as female mimics. Males in this species use skin lipids as pheromonal cues for sex recognition (Mason et al. 1989 (Mason et al. , 1990 Mason 1992) . Male and female lipid profiles differ considerably, except that a small proportion of males resemble females rather than other males in this respect (Mason et al. 1987 ). These 'she-males' attract intense courtship from other males (henceforth, 'he-males'); experiments using hexane extracts show that this effect is due to the skin lipids of she-males (Mason et al. 1989 ). The resultant confusion among their rivals may provide a mating advantage to she-males (Mason & Crews 1985, 
